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The dynamic application of metadiscourse in various genres and settings has 
been widely discussed in recent discourse studies. However, few studies have been 
conducted on the application of metadiscourse in corporate communication. Drawing 
on Hyland’s (2005) model of metadiscourse, this study analyses how metadiscourse 
facilitates the writer’s persuasions and interactions with the reader in the genre of 
CEO’s letters and explores how contexts (the internal and external economic 
environments) affect the application of metadiscourse in CEO’s letters. The data 
consists of CEO’s letters across five years from two world’s biggest grocery retailers, 
Woolworths Ltd. and Safeway Inc. The data is analysed from diachronic as well as 
synchronic perspectives. The methodology comprises both qualitative and 
quantitative methods and thus the advantage of corpus-based over corpus-driven 
study is achieved. This adds to our knowledge of metadiscourse use in corporate 
communications. The findings show that metadiscourse is extensively used in CEO’s 
letters but with a wide dispersion in the use of its sub-categories, and the 
employment of metadiscourse is closely related to the contextual factors. Contrasting 
with Hyland’s (1998) study, CEOs deploy more interactional metadiscourse than 
interactive metadiscourse. Among all the metadiscourse subcategories, self-mentions, 
transitions and attitude markers are the most frequently applied ones. Additionally, 
based on the diachronic examination of the genre of CEO’s letters, the current study 
holds that metadiscourse is of genre integrity rather than genre flexibility.  
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 Chapter 1  Introduction 
The term ‘metadiscourse’ was coined by Zellig Harris in 1959 to refer to the text 
elements deployed by the author to comment on the primary information (i.e. the 
propositional meaning) of a text and to guide the audience’s perception. It is one of 
the fundamental properties of human communication (Mauranen, 2010). However, it 
was not until 1980s that metadiscourse gained wide and steady interest from 
discourse analysts (e.g. Williams, 1981; Vande Kopple, 1985; Crismore, 1989). From 
the early 1990s onwards, metadiscourse started to attract more attention than the 
propositional meaning and has gained prominence in text studies since early 
millennium (Sultan, 2011). It has now developed into a dynamic field. 
As an essential part of an annual report, CEO’s letter is the most widely read 
and circulated document (Needles et al., 1999). Within the genre of corporate 
discourse, the CEO’s letter is usually designed to construct and convey a corporate 
image to the public (Anderson & Imperia, 1992). Therefore, it should be persuasive 
and promotional in essence and is presumed to be rife with metadiscourse (Bhatia, 
2004). This presumption is evidenced by Hyland’s (1998) pioneering work in the 
examination of metadiscourse use and its rhetorical properties in the CEO’s letter. 
This chapter will briefly introduce the research background of the current study 
and its objectives and significance, describe the data and methodology and lay out 
the structure of this thesis. 
1.1  Research background 
Ever since the emergence of the term, metadiscourse has been interpreted and used 
in two senses. Frist, metadiscourse is used to refer to ‘discourse about discourse’, i.e. 
the critical interpretations of a discourse or theory. Second, metadiscourse is used to 
refer to the elements that express the ways the author organizes the discourse, 
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reader. In this thesis, the second sense is relevant to the discussion. 
Traditionally, metadiscourse was regarded as part of the reflexive system of 
language (Mauranen, 2010). Since late 1970s, the study of metadiscourse has 
embraced a wider range than ‘discourse about discourse’, including ‘non-topical’ as 
against ‘topical’ material (Lautamatti, 1978), ‘textual’ and ‘interpersonal’ 
metafunctions as distinct from ‘ideational’ metafunction of language (Halliday, 
1985),  ‘secondary’ as subordinate to ‘primary’ discourse (e.g. Crismore & 
Farnsworth, 1990), and ‘non-propositional’ as opposed to ‘propositional’ meaning 
(Mauranen, 1993). 
In recent years, people come to realize that the author not only expresses his or 
her attitudes towards the proposition but also towards the reader (e.g. Abdi, 2002; 
Hyland & Tse, 2004; Khabbazi-Oskouei, 2013). Therefore, the study of 
metadiscourse extends from the sole focus on its textual functions to its interpersonal 
functions. Thus metadiscourse is defined as an umbrella term for words used by the 
writer/speaker to mark the direction and purpose of a text. 
Following Vande Kopple (1985) and Crismore (1989), the study of 
metadiscourse has closely investigated academic genres (Swales, 1990; Crismore et 
al., 1993; Hyland, 1999, 2000; Thompson, 2003; Ädel, 2006; Afros & Schryer, 2009; 
Abdi et al., 2010). There is also research on metadiscourse in other genres such as 
advertisements (Fuertes-Olivera et al., 2001; Fu, 2012), business letters (Vergaro, 
2002, 2004, 2005; Crismore, 2004), company annual reports (Hyland, 1998; 
Skulstad, 2005), and editorials (Le, 2004; Khabbazi-Oskouei, 2013). Scant attention 
has been paid to metadiscourse in corporate discourse that has persuasive impacts on 
both internal and external audiences to a great extent (Amernic et al., 2010). 
Recently, variables like diachrony, culture and domain, have been investigated 
as well (Gillaerts & Van de Velde, 2010; Mur-Dueñas, 2011; Behnam, 2012). Still, as 
Hyland (2005) indicates, a lot of research remains to be done in regard to 
metadiscourse across various genres, especially business genres. More attention 
should be given to other metadiscourse markers than hedges, boosters and 













Chapter 1 Introduction 
 3 
communities and intercultural variation (ibid). But more importantly in relation to 
this thesis, according to Hyland (2005: 202), diachronic studies of metadiscourse 
practices are “urgently needed”. 
Corporate documents, such as the CEO’s letter, convey more than factual 
information - they deploy various linguistic resources to influence potential 
investors’ opinions and attitudes (Conaway & Wardrope, 2010). Up till now, the 
study of CEO’s letters has mainly focused on synchronic and text-oriented analyses 
of linguistic features (Thomas, 1997; Malavasi, 2005), metadiscourse (Hyland, 1998; 
de Groot, 2008) and moves analyses (Skulstad, 1996; Nickerson & de Groot, 2005; 
de Groot, 2008). In addition, Subramanian et al. (1993) has made style analyses of 
the relationship between performance and readability of annual reports. Kohut and 
Segars (1992) notes that financial performance may influences the communication 
strategies in the CEO’s letter. Garzone (2004) examines the relations between 
cultural markedness and discoursal features.  
Generic integrity is the recognizable structural identity of a genre (Bhatia, 
1999). Garzone (2005) notices that the integrity of the genre itself was under 
pressure due to the changed relation between the CEO’s letter and the rest of the 
report. She (ibid) notes that the CEO’s letter has no dialogical dimension and 
frequently deviates from the format of a standard business letter. Therefore, she (ibid) 
questions whether it is justifiable to include the CEO’s letter into the business letter 
genre. It is the first time a diachronic approach has been adopted to study the CEO’s 
letter. However, there is little research devoted to tracking the changes of 
metadiscourse use in the CEO’s letter over time. 
On the other hand, over the last decade, quite a number of scholars have noticed 
the contextually-dependence of metadiscourse (e.g. Blackemore, 2002, Vande 
Kopple, 2002), but the effects of the context has on metadiscourse in the CEO’s 
letter haven’t been investigated yet in any scholarly papers. The current study will 
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1.2  Objectives and significance of this research 
Based on the above discussion, this thesis aims to re-examine the use of 
metadiscourse in the CEO’s letter. It seeks to reveal the link between textual features 
and contextual variables (i.e. the economic performance of the company) 
synchronically by comparing metadiscourse use in two companies’ CEO’s letters as 
well as diachronically by analysing the differences in the frequency and application 
of metadiscourse in two companies’ CEO’s letters across times. In addition, the 
investigation of changes in metadiscourse employment will shed light on the generic 
integrity of the CEO’s letter as a business letter. 
This study will highlight the importance of the CEO’s letter genre in Business 
English curriculum and teaching practices. It will also raise awarenesses about how 
corporate writers interact with potential investors, create support for organizational 
practices and undermine possible oppositions. 
Moreover, by analysing the pragmatic and discoursal conventions in the 
business community of the two countries, the study will reveal their shared beliefs, 
values and assumptions. The results reported in this thesis may provide useful guide 
to help non-natives adjust their rhetorical conventions to meet the prevailing 
expectations and persuasive strategies in corporate communication. 
1.3  Data and methodology 
The data consists of the CEO’s letters included in the online annual reports of two 
world’s largest grocery retailers (according to the very recent FORTUNE 500 listing), 
Woolworths Limited (Woolworths hereafter) from Australia and Safeway 
Incorporated (Safeway hereafter) from the U.S. The two companies are selected 
according to their relative ranks1 in the 2012 FORTUNE 500 listing of the world’s 
largest corporations based on annual revenues. Both companies were inevitably 
                                                             
1 In the field of grocery and retailing, Woolworths Ltd. and Safeway Inc. rank next to each other. 
Woolworths Ltd. ($53559.1 million revenue) ranks 12th and Safeway Inc. ($43630.2 million 













Degree papers are in the “Xiamen University Electronic Theses and Dissertations Database”. Full
texts are available in the following ways: 
1. If your library is a CALIS member libraries, please log on http://etd.calis.edu.cn/ and submit
requests online, or consult the interlibrary loan department in your library. 
2. For users of non-CALIS member libraries, please mail to etd@xmu.edu.cn for delivery details.
厦
门
大
学
博
硕
士
论
文
摘
要
库
